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Katherine's Guide to Writing (Exam) Essays 
 
 

Details of the exams 
 

 You have two exams with an essay component - the practical criticism paper (paper 
5) and the classical questions paper (paper 6).  
 
For paper 5, you have three hours to answer two sets of grammar questions and two 
practical criticisms. 
 
For paper 6, you have three hours to write four essays, at least two of which must be from 
the same area of study (literature, philosophy, history, art and arch, linguistics). 
 
So, for all essays you have just 45 minutes to plan and write. This can seem daunting, but 
with practice you will be able to get it down to a fine art. 
 

Marking criteria  
 

 You can find this in the handbook. Reading them is really useful to see the kind of 
qualities examiners are looking for - it's also pretty reassuring, since it shows that it's 
actually quite difficult to fail. It may feel a long way off at this stage, but it's always good to 
know what you're aiming for! The main points for each class are below: 
 
Essays 
 
First - Independent thought, critical judgement, arguing complex points, impressive range 
and precision of knowledge, excellent organisation, no irrelevance. 
 
2.1 - Some independent thought and critical judgement, some arguing complex points, 
good range and precision of knowledge, solid organisation, little irrelevance. 
 
2.2 - Competent but limited thought, some confusion, sound level of knowledge, generally 
relevant. 
 
Third - Evidence of knowledge not supported by detail, shows confusion, little relevance. 
 
Fail - Little comprehension, knowledge erroneous, deficient 
presentation/argument/relevance. 
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Prac Crit 
 
First - Detail knowledge and understanding of passage, keeps focus on passage at hand, but 
can indicate how passage might be relevant for work as a whole, coherent and persuasive 
argument of how to read the passage, can discuss details of language and syntax. 
 
2.1 - Good understanding of passage, contextualises, can argue for particular reading, 
understands passage in the original, picks up on key linguistic points. 
 
2.2 - Fair understanding of the passage and the whole work (but probably from reading it in 
translation), may tend to use passage as stepping stone to discuss whole work, some ability 
to make language points. 
 
Third - Poor understanding of the passage, some knowledge of text but does not engage 
with passage at hand. 
 
Fail - No knowledge of text, no understanding of passage. 
 

Time management 
 

 Every one of you is capable of having intelligent thoughts about Classics, but a 
successful essay should also have a good balance between all your points and a structure 
which is clear to the reader. This will allow your knowledge to shine through and will really 
allow you to show off all your hard work. In an exam, it can be tempting to write much 
more about the points you are most comfortable with and not leave yourself enough time 
to write everything you could have talked about. For this reason, it's a good idea to be very, 
very strict with yourself.  
 
My timings for a 45-minute essay are: 
 
5 minutes planning  
5 minutes writing the introduction 
10 minutes writing point 1 
10 minutes writing point 2 
10 minutes writing point 3 
5 minutes writing the conclusion 
 
There are various advantages to this method. Firstly, you only have to come up with three 
points which you can go into in a lot of detail and really explain well. This means you won't 



Katherine McDonald 
 

panic when faced with a difficult question or passage - three points is not a big ask. 
Secondly, a full five minutes planning (which feels like a lot when you do it) means that 
your introduction will tell the examiner what you are going to say. Even though your ideas 
will develop as you're writing, having an argument running through your essay is very 
important indeed. 
 
Even if you think this isn't your style, I really recommend you give it a go so that, under 
pressure, you have a method to turn to if you get panicked. 
 

Planning your points 
 

 So, if you're limiting yourself to three points, how do you choose between your 
ideas? A good rule of thumb is to make sure that you always take at least two different 
perspectives in each essay. For example, if you are asked to write an essay on Nisus and 
Euryalus, you might want two points which relate closely to this episode, and one which 
connects them to other material in some way. Or, if you were writing an essay on the death 
of Socrates, you might have two points focussed very closely on the historical aspects, and 
one philosophical. 
 
There are infinite ways of doing this, but the important thing is to show a range of 
approaches and skills in each essay. 
 

Little extras 
 

 These are some things that many undergraduates do not do, but are very 
impressive. If you can plan ahead and remember to do some of these things, it will 
immediately make your work stand out from the crowd. 
 
Define any terms your argument relies on. Shouldn't really be an "extra", but it's often 
forgotten. 
 
Refer back to the wording of the question in every paragraph. The points you make may 
seem to relate obviously to the question, but keep showing how you are answering the 
question so that you cannot be accused of irrelevance. 
 
Quote in original languages. It is not difficult to memorise five or so quotes of two-three 
words for each topic you study. Make sure they are applicable to many situations, and 
practice using them in essays. A word of warning though, especially with Greek - make sure 
you quote perfectly or examiners get annoyed (breathings are required, but not accents). 
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Know key facts such as good statistics which you can pull out in support of an argument. 
This will keep your essays from being too vague. Much better if they don't come from the 
lecture handouts.  
 
Link set texts and commonly known material to material you were not required to read. 
This is often easier and more effective with literature - practice doing it for supervision 
essays. 
 
 

Supervision Essays 
 

 So far, this guide has been about exam essays - having a method to fall back on 
under pressure so that you won't panic and you'll show your knowledge to the best 
possible effect. This is not quite the same with supervision essays - obviously, you have 
much more time, and include many more points. But some of the same principles apply. 
 
 - Once you've done your reading, write a quick plan for your essay. You might want 
about four to six points. 
 - It's often easier to write the body of your essay first, then the intro, then the 
conclusion. This means it's easier to make an argument that runs clearly through your 
essay. 
 - Include some quotes and links to other material - you'll be able to use this to 
revise, rather than trying to find it later. 
 
 Although having an argument to your essay is important, at the end of the day 
supervision essays are a learning experience and a revision tool. So, even if you feel some 
information isn't totally relevant, it may be worth including it to revise from later. 


